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“The first bullet punched a hole in the door. The shot was deafening and a beam of light poured
into the bathroom. Then they fired again.”Khalil Rafati went to Los Angeles in the 1990s and had
it all. He was working with Hollywood movie stars and legendary rock musicians, but it wasn’t
long before he found his way into the dark underbelly of the City of Angels.When he hit rock
bottom — addicted to heroin and cocaine, overtaken by paranoia and psychosis, written off by
his friends and family — he grabbed a shovel and kept digging. At 33, Khalil was 109 pounds, a
convicted felon, high school dropout, and homeless junkie living on the infamous Skid Row in
downtown L.A.So how does someone with nothing, who feels like they deserve nothing, and
who just wants to end it all turn their life around?I Forgot to Die is an incredible true story of pain,
suffering, addiction and redemption — and how one man ultimately conquered his demons and
wrote himself a new life story.
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for helping to make this dream a reality.Chapter OneSummer 2001“You’re going to die if you
don’t get help.”I’m fading in and out of consciousness, trying to focus my eyes on the figure
standing above me.“If you don’t get help, you’re going to die!”Oh shit, I remember this voice. I
thought I had simply OD’d again and some overzealous paramedic was trying to hit me with
some tough love. No such luck. The voice belongs to my girlfriend’s father.Godammit, why did
she let him in?The voice continues to rant about how irresponsible we are. How could we let this
happen again?Over and over. He’s stuck on repeat.Now my eyes are open but I tune the voice
out. I need to assess the situation.Jennifer’s father is here, which means the whole family knows.
I slowly make my way toward the bathroom.Fuck, it looks like a bomb went off in here. Needles
and blood everywhere. I fall into the wall twice. No one seems to notice or care. I rub my shoulder
and notice a patch.Shit, no wonder I’m not sick yet. 150mg Duragesic 72-Hour Timed
Release.Thank God. This will tide me over until Jennifer can get rid of her father and little sister.I
stumble through a cloud of flies toward the toilet. Gatorade bottles are brimming with dark yellow
urine. I lift the toilet lid.Ah, that explains the flies. The landlord must have turned the water off
again.I piss in the sink. The edge is crowded with cuticle clippers, scissors, needle-nose pliers,
two bottles of hydrogen peroxide, and one can of paint thinner.Slowly and carefully I raise my
head toward the mirror.Chunks of flesh are missing from my left cheek and between my
eyebrows.The top part of my right nostril and two patches of my scalp are gone.On the wall,
written in my blood with my hand, are the words:GOD HELP MEI was born in Toledo, Ohio in
1969, the Year of the Cock—the rooster, the bringer of light. I was born premature because, as
my mother put it, my father “got excited,” which was code for he beat her. My dad was a
Palestinian, but the kids at school all called him a “sand nigger,” and my mom was a Polack—
both of them straight off the boat.There was a sad old Indian man who always sat on the street
corner. Everybody in my neighborhood was white and they had pretty eyes—blue and green.
Everybody was white except my dad and that old Indian man. My dad was brown, but it was an
angry brown. The old Indian man was very brown, but it was a sad brown that almost seemed
more like a red. I was always happy when the rain came because he was so dirty and it made
him clean. Everybody else ran but he just sat. Next time it rains, I’m not gonna run. I’m gonna sit
still like the old Indian man and get clean.I don’t know much about my father’s past other than he
was born in Jerusalem to a poor Muslim family. I overheard him tell a story once about skipping



school as a kid and playing at his cousin’s house. When his father found him, he beat the
cousin’s entire family then made my father run the 12 miles back home while my grandfather
rode a bicycle behind him. Every time my dad fell down, my grandfather would get off the bike
and beat him.A relative of mine told me another story in broken English about my dad leaving his
first wife and their kids behind in Palestine. He went to Germany to make money and they didn’t
think he was coming back. When he returned five years later, he found that his brother had
married his wife and they’d had a child together.If my father ever had love in him, by the time I
was born it was gone. Life had hardened him. The world, as he knew it, was a bad place.My
mother had it even worse. She was a small child in Poland when World War II broke out. Her
father died at sea, fighting the Nazis. Her mother tried to escape to Hungary, but it was very
difficult to get through the border and having a child made it nearly impossible, so she left my
mom on a stranger’s doorstep and the two sisters who lived there took her in. My mother and the
sisters were shipped off to Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and eventually to Siberia to a labor
camp for women and children. My mother never spoke of these times, and when I asked her
about it she would always say, “The past is the past and best left alone.” But sometimes (rarely)
she would mention some details, like being forced to wear a sack around her neck and pick
wheat with her bare hands or how 15 or 20 of them lived in one tiny shack with a stove for heat
and one bucket that they all had to use to go to the bathroom. Sometimes the bucket would
freeze from the cold. Most of them starved to death.When she was in her thirties, long after the
war had ended, my mother and her husband made their way to the United States. They had a
son, but soon after, her husband abandoned them and returned to Poland. She managed to
track down her biological mother—my grandmother—who was working for a wealthy family as a
maid in Toledo, Ohio.My mom called her.“I’m coming to see you,” she said.A few days before my
mom got to Toledo, her mother closed the garage door and kept the car running. There was
never any tearful reunion, answers, or closure. My mom had been abandoned once again. She
ended up a single mother working as a maid for the same wealthy family as my grandmother
and taking classes at the University of Toledo, where she met my father. They fell in love and
quickly married—an angry, violent, yet charming man and a broken, beautiful woman who
thought she could change him.Even the honeymoon didn’t last long. The first thing my father did
after they got married was make my mother give up her son from her previous relationship
because he didn’t want to raise another man’s child. He made her send him to an orphanage. On
countless occasions, she begged my father to let her son come home, but he refused, and
eventually she got pregnant with me.My earliest memories, from before I could even talk, are of
recurring nightmares I had. One was of a small, shadowy, demonic figure that chased me
relentlessly, wanting to kill me. I inherently knew it was evil, before I had heard anything about
good and bad, God and the devil, heaven and hell. The other nightmare was of a giant white
ghost that would drag me into my parents’ closet, pin me to the floor, and tickle me until I
couldn’t breathe. I would feel an immense pressure on top of me and I couldn’t get up. I’d like to
say my memories got better after that, happier, but I’d be lying.When I was five years old, my



mother started pleading incessantly again to bring her other son home. Finally my father
relented. I don’t know what happened to my brother while he was at that orphanage, but I am
certain it was horrible. The first time he touched me was very confusing because I was so
desperate for attention, but I knew immediately that something was wrong. Over time, the
incidents became more and more aggressive. He was eight years older than I was, a young man
going though puberty and confused about his sexuality, and I was just something to experiment
on.When it became constant and I couldn’t take it anymore, I ran to my mother for help. She was
putting makeup on in the mirror, getting ready to go to my father’s restaurant, where they both
worked day and night. I cried and tugged at her hand, begging her to make him stop. She
brushed me away.“He’s just tickling you,” she said.And that was the end of the
conversation.Soon he began inviting other kids from the neighborhood and let them take turns
with me. One of the boys saw what my brother was doing and pulled him off of me. He threw my
brother across the room, pinned him down, and began whaling on him.“What the fuck is wrong
with you?!”He hit him a couple more times and then yelled again, “What the fuck is wrong with
you? Why would you do that?!”Then he realized I was still standing there watching. He looked up
at me with these wild blue eyes and said, “It’s okay now. Go on, get out of here.”I stood there
frozen in awe. I was so happy.“It’s okay now. Go on, get out of here,” he repeated, but this time
louder.And I took off running.His name was Greg Huffman. He lived five houses down the street
from us on Laurentide, adjacent to the creek. His mom was this real classy lady who always had
on fancy gardening outfits and gloves. She was always gardening. They had the most
immaculate landscaping—the greenest grass, the reddest roses—and she was always so
pleasant and said hello to everyone. I loved it when Greg came around, which was quite often.
He and my brother were pretty close.Two months went by without my brother touching me again.
Then one afternoon, my brother came home, running and panting, out of breath, sobbing, which
is something I didn’t see him do very often. Greg had been rushed to the hospital for emergency
open heart surgery. He passed away that afternoon. How could this happen? Greg was my hero,
my protector, not to mention he was only 14 years old. How could God let this happen? How
could He take Greg and leave me alone with my brother again? I hated God. I hated the world
and everyone in it.I never told my father about what my brother did to me. We all lived in constant
fear of upsetting him. The slightest misstep would send him into a rage, beating all of us and
breaking all the furniture. So I didn’t dare tell him because I knew I’d just end up getting the shit
knocked out of me. The only way to survive in my house was to be invisible.But I didn’t want to
be invisible. I wanted to be seen, heard, loved, taught, and appreciated. I wanted what my
friends had with their parents and siblings. I could see how different my family was from
everyone else’s. I saw the other kids out playing catch with their dads, packing the car up to go
camping or fishing. I was fucked. I was cursed. Something was wrong with me. Why had I been
born?Even the weather in Toledo was oppressive. The spring and fall were beautiful, but the
winters were cold and Godless and unrelenting and the heat and humidity of summer left you in
a half-drunken stupor.Whenever the TV was on in our house, which it almost always was, it was



covered with images of death and destruction—the Vietnam War, the Son of Sam, the Hillside
Strangler, Jim Jones suicide cult, etc.Then there was religion. I couldn’t have been more
confused about the topic. My mother’s best friend Basha was also from Poland. We would go to
her house on Fridays for Shabbat dinner. During the holidays, we would light the menorah and
celebrate Chanukah. It was well understood that anything we did at Basha’s house was never to
be discussed at home. I kept my mouth shut, but one time my dad showed up there and dragged
my mother out by her hair. That was the end of our Jewish traditions.My father was a Muslim and
from time to time he would have other Muslims over as guests. They would go nuts with washing
their hands and their faces, then kneel down on these special rugs on the floor and say all kinds
of stuff in Arabic over and over again.“Allah Akbar! Allah Akbar!”When it came to schooling,
there was no way my father was gonna have any son of his go to a public school—that was for
poor people and he was a very proud man. The only problem was that all of the private schools
were Catholic. And not just Catholic, but Jesuit Catholic.Catholicism only brought about more
alienation and shame. I didn’t understand it. All of these creepy priests and angry nuns with their
funny outfits. So much pageantry, so much pomp and circumstance, that stinky frankincense,
eating the body and drinking the blood of Jesus Christ—it just didn’t seem right. I actually really
loved the idea of Jesus and very much enjoyed hearing about his teachings. Sometimes I would
even pray to him. But the exposure to all these new rituals left me more confused than ever. One
thing is for sure—it solidified my belief that I was different and I didn’t belong. Sitting, then
standing, then kneeling and making the sign of the cross had my head spinning with doubt and
self-hatred.The pressure was building and something was bound to break.It happened a few
months into first grade at St. Pat’s. My teacher was a former nun, very strict and composed, and
she was giving us a talking-to about the new Christmas tree at the front of the room. It was a
beautiful tree, decorated with glass bulbs and handmade ornaments.“No one is to touch or go
near the tree,” she said, scanning the room to make sure everyone understood. “Each one of
these ornaments…”Her voice faded out as I stood up and began walking towards the tree. I
could feel every eye in the room on me, and it felt like I was even watching myself as I stopped
right in front of the tree and, with one quick shove, knocked the entire thing over. The sound was
enormous, much louder than I’d expected. Bulbs exploded and glass ornaments shattered.
Wooden pieces skidded across the floor.The teacher gasped, then stood frozen in shock and
horror.I still felt separated from myself, watching it happen with all the other kids, our jaws
dropping in astonishment. But I also felt relieved, like the lid had been taken off the pressure
cooker.The teacher lunged at me. She grabbed my arm and started yelling as she spanked me. I
began to laugh. I tried to keep it inside but couldn’t. It started quietly but quickly grew into loud
and uncontrollable laughter. Some of the other kids, mostly boys, began laughing as well. This
threw our teacher into a frenzy. She spanked harder and harder but this only made me laugh
more. She eventually exhausted herself. Her hand hurt more than I did. Out of breath, broken
and defeated, she ordered me to the principal’s office.I should have felt bad. Ashamed. But I was
exhilarated. I’d found my first drug, my first addiction: defiance.I used to beg my mother on my



knees to divorce my father. When I was seven, my dream came true. My mother had finally had
enough. She and I stayed in the house and my father moved out. My brother went off to school at
the United States Naval Academy, which should have made me feel better, but I simply became
numb. Numb to all of it, to everything. There was a busy street that ran perpendicular to my
house that I would ride my bike across, pedaling as fast as I could without looking in either
direction to check for oncoming traffic. Cars would slam on their brakes and beep their horns,
which put a smile on my face so big that it hurt. I guess I was more excited about the idea of
risking my life intentionally than dying slowly, painfully, suffocating from lack of love and self-
worth. It wasn’t really a death wish, more of a “fuck you” to God for putting me in this position—in
this life, in this family, in this town.My mother dropped out of nursing school and got a job at the
local hospital during the graveyard shift. I never really saw her. She took sleeping pills during the
day and was gone all night. When I woke up, there was always $5 on the table.Most days I took
that $5 and went to the snack bar at the country club. I loved spending time there, eating and
playing in the creek. I loved being in the sun. I would show up the first day it opened in the spring
and go every day until it closed in the fall.The janitor at the club was a guy named Tommy. He
was 22 years old, had long brown hair, and was the coolest guy I had ever met. He rarely talked
to anybody—he just kept to himself and did his work. One day I was walking behind him on my
way out and I saw a giant Coca-Cola truck parked out front. Tommy slowly and casually walked
toward the truck. He stopped abruptly and turned around to see if anyone was looking and saw
me standing there. He cracked this great big Cheshire cat grin and pulled a knife out from his
jean shorts. It was a butterfly knife. He opened it methodically and with great skill, locking the
safety with his thumb, and then swiftly drove it into one of the massive black tires. The tire let out
a loud gasping sound, but no one was around to notice except for me. He was my hero.After
that, I made a habit of hopping the fence at night, after the club closed, and Tommy and I would
smoke cigarettes. We lay on the lounge chairs on those hot, balmy evenings, staring up at the
stars and listening to the incessant sounds of the cicadas, putting us in a trance-like state. I told
Tommy about some of my troubles, but never in great detail. And he would just listen.That was
the safest I’d ever felt. I never wanted those nights to end. I always fell asleep and sometimes
Tommy would, too, until eventually he’d wake me up: “C’mon, kid, you gotta get home.”The club
was my sanctuary. I even joined the swim team there when I was eight years old. When I was 10
a new coach named Brian was hired. Brian was a charismatic and charming man in his mid-
thirties who had a beautiful girlfriend and his job was to spend time out in the sun at the pool all
day. I really looked up to him. I wanted to be him.The following year, Brian said he wanted to take
me camping, something I had never done before. I couldn’t wait to go, but I was also a little bit
torn about it. Several times after swim practice, when all of the other kids had gone home, I didn’t
have anywhere to go, so I would sit in the Jacuzzi to stay warm. He would come keep me
company, but had this bizarre habit of putting his hand between my legs and asking me if I
wanted to play a game of “Sharkie.” I would always back away and laugh it off. My instinct was to
punch him in the face, but I really looked up to him and, to be honest, really enjoyed the



company, so I brushed it off.I agreed to go camping, somewhat reluctantly. My excitement over
doing something that I had never done before—and, I suppose, a pretty good deal of denial—
superseded my gut instinct. Turns out Brian had a very specific reason for wanting to take me
camping: he wanted to get me alone, out into the woods, far enough away that no one could
hear me scream for help.The man I’d looked up to and trusted not only tore that away from me,
he took away the one place I could go to feel safe and be a kid. I stopped going to swim practice
and competitions.I wanted to tell Tommy, but…At the end of that August, I was awoken by a loud
pounding on my front door. I thought it must be my friend Teddy, but it wasn’t. It was my friend
Megan. She had just gotten her license and had driven over to pick me up. I opened the door
and Megan, giggling loudly, said, “Did you hear what happened to that janitor guy?”“Tommy?” I
asked.“Yeah,” she said, “I guess so. The janitor.”“What? What are you talking about?”“He
died.”“What the fuck are you talking about?”“He died,” she said, laughing nervously.“What the
fuck are you talking about, you stupid bitch?! He didn’t die! I saw him last night.”“He died. Gosh,
what’s your problem?”“He didn’t fucking die!” My throat was constricting, my eyes burning.“He
did too, you douche bag! He fell off a ladder and broke his neck.”I slammed the door in Megan’s
face. I heard her car speed off as I fought back the tears. I went in my room and shut the door. I
was scared I would explode. I crouched down behind my bed, kneeling on the floor.“No, no,
no…” I clenched my teeth and growled. “No, no, no…”I started to punch myself in my legs—first
my thighs, then my calves. “No! No! No!”Any remaining fragments of childhood innocence that
were left in me disintegrated. I had been left to rot in this dark, incomprehensible reality.
Everyone I met was either going to die or do something terrible to me. After that, I turned bad. My
insides turned bad. My soul turned black.I started getting into all sorts of trouble at school—
fights, vandalism, skipping class, bad grades. They failed me for the first time in sixth grade and
having to repeat it was like pouring kerosene on my bonfire of shame and alienation. I couldn’t
take much more of this life.In the Ohio of the ’70s and ’80s, it wasn’t unheard of for kids to go to
the liquor store and buy cigarettes or booze for their parents. One day I went with my best friend
Teddy Papenhagen to buy cigarettes for his mom. We added three bottles of Mad Dog 20/20 to
the purchase, then took them into the woods and got blind drunk. We stumbled our way back to
an Arby’s and devoured a massive amount of French fries—which Teddy hoped would absorb
some of the alcohol so his mom didn’t see how smashed he was. I didn’t share those concerns. I
loved being drunk. It was the greatest. I felt strong and safe and powerful. Invincible, really.
Booze was my new best friend.After that I got drunk almost every weekend. The kids in the
neighborhood had figured out my mom left at 10:30 every night and that the house had no adult
supervision. And I’m not talking about the good kids. These were kids like me, neglected and
ignored, looking for any way to feel like they belonged. If someone offered me a cup, a can, or a
bottle, I drank it. Then they started offering me pills—Yellow Jackets, Black Beauties, whatever—
and I’d swallow them.I was 12 years old the first time I had intercourse with a girl. It felt really
great when it was happening, but I remember going home, getting in the shower, and sobbing. I
felt dirty, like I had crossed some sort of invisible line that I shouldn’t have—not at that age,



anyway. After that, if a girl wanted to have sex with me, I would. She didn’t have to be pretty or
skinny—any girl would do.I always had a girlfriend and I always cheated on them. My new
addiction, feeling wanted, became the most intense drug of all.The weekends were a blur of
partying. Sometimes it spilled over into the next week. I was in my second year of sixth grade
and I can remember many times when I would show up Monday morning still drunk from the
night before.Early one morning, after I had stayed up all night on Dexedrine, I lay in bed for hours
trying to fall asleep. I had missed school the day before and I never liked to miss school two days
in a row because then it would draw attention and questions were asked. My heart was racing so
bad it felt like it was gonna jump out of my chest. I had done too much, something that would
eventually become a theme in my life. I heard the garage door open, which meant my mother
was home from work and it was time to jump up and get ready for school.I got out of bed and
took a shower to get rid of the cigarette smell. I quickly got dressed and avoided my mother as I
carefully slipped out the door. On my way out, I grabbed a two-liter bottle of Pepsi out of the
refrigerator and some gummy bears out of the drawer. I often drank Pepsi for breakfast—this
was during the Pepsi and Coke war, and Coke hadn’t won yet. I took the two-liter to the bus stop
with me. It was freezing cold outside, but my body and breath were hot from the amphetamines,
sugar, and caffeine that were coursing through my veins. I felt off, to say the least.The bus ride
was a blur. When I got to school, I had the stark realization that it was Tuesday. Tuesdays we
went to Mass first thing in the morning. I felt sick and incredibly nervous. My body was hot and
cold at the same time. At Mass, I took my seat in the pew and a wave of panic washed over me,
unlike any I had felt before. It was quiet, too quiet. My heart started thumping in my chest loudly. I
could feel it. I could hear it. It felt like I was falling backwards. My impulse was to scream, but I
knew that would be disastrous. I pictured them dragging me off—the nuns, the priests, the
overweight lunch mothers. I pictured them putting me in a straightjacket and locking me in a
rubber room. There was a flash like lightning and then again the feeling that I was falling
backwards quickly. I couldn’t breathe. My friend Joe Ostephy was sitting next to me. He was a
funny kid with unusual features—big lips, big ears—but girls loved him. I grabbed his leg and I
whispered, “Shit man, I’m losing it.”“What?” he asked.“Shhh.…” The teacher shot us a glare.I
leaned back into my pew, fists and teeth clenched, my abdomen constricted. Again I whispered,
“I think I’m losing it.” I stood halfway up, preparing to make a run for it. Joe put his hand up and
with a grin on his face said, “Sit down. Sit down. What are you doing?” I sat back down and felt a
shooting pain in my ass.“Ouch!!!”Joe immediately began to crack up, as did some of the other
kids. He had sneaked a thumb tack onto my pew. The pain was intense. The laughter was
disrupting. But as the teacher stood up and ordered both of us off to the principal’s office, I
noticed that the panicked feeling was gone. I no longer heard my heart. I no longer felt like I was
falling backwards off of a chair. In that instant I learned that if I could somehow distract myself, I
might have a fighting chance at combating whatever storm of mental illness was brewing inside
of me.Being drunk or high seemed to keep the panic attacks under control and I was determined
to have people around me, any people, just so I could stay distracted. And everything was great,



until they started leaving. Eventually I’d be alone again. I couldn’t sleep and would stay up all
night watching TV by myself. I had this crazy make-believe fantasy that Johnny Carson was my
father. I put a great deal of effort into creating and maintaining this illusion. It started when I was
much younger, maybe when I was five years old, and I maintained it into my late teens. Thank
God for Johnny Carson.We only had four channels—ABC, NBC, CBS, and PBS—and once
David Letterman signed off, they played the National Anthem and cut to what I called the Ant
Races. Just static. Then I was alone again.When I was alone, when I was vulnerable, the attacks
were unbearable. They came on like a freight train. I couldn’t even leave the house. I’d lay on the
sofa, my body writhing uncontrollably, hyperventilating, fists clenching, teeth grinding, abdomen
constricted, laying in the fetal position, rocking back and forth. At some point I discovered that if I
bit my hand hard enough, the attacks would sometimes lessen or subside completely, but other
times all I could do was grab this hideous, heavy wool blanket we had and cover myself on the
sofa until the attack passed. I’d lay there under the blanket, biting my hand and crying out to God
for help, and when it didn’t come, I’d yell, “Fuck you! Why are you doing this to me?”During the
worst attacks I’d just pray for death.But something amazing happened in 1982: I got cable TV
and Atari. Teddy got Activision. We discovered MTV. The world changed. Knowing these
escapes were there for me at any time of the day lifted a huge burden. A few other things that
brought levity to my unbearable childhood existence: watching John McEnroe play tennis, Eddie
Murphy’s standup comedy routine Delirious, punk rock, the movies Valley Girl and Fast Times at
Ridgemont High, Michael Jackson’s Thriller video, breakdancing, and the love and friendship of
a girl named Kori Keefer.But still there were times when the only way to get through the night
was to get blackout drunk. On way too many occasions, my mom came home from work to find
vomit everywhere and me passed out with puke all over my face. She would yell and scream
about the mess and the fact that I could have choked to death.But the truth is, if I hadn’t had
those coping mechanisms and means for connecting with other human beings, I probably would
have killed myself. My classmate, Charlie War, had taken his own life when we’d been in fourth
grade. He had sat right next to me and we’d been pretty good friends. Losing him was really sad,
but it also planted the seed that I ultimately was in control and if I really needed to, I could turn
out the lights permanently.When I was 12 years old, I asked my father for a pair of $60 Nike
shoes for breakdancing.“You have shoes,” he said. “You don’t need another pair of goddam
shoes.”“Yes I do,” I said. I didn’t, but I really wanted them and was going to be a pain in the ass
until I got them. This broke out into an argument that ended in one of his famous backhands,
which always came with the added pain of the solid gold Presidential Rolex he wore on his left
wrist. We didn’t speak again for days.One night soon after that, he took me to my favorite
restaurant, the Oak’en Bucket, which was owned by the most charismatic and hilarious man I’ve
ever met, who was named Gus. I don’t know what other kids felt like when they went to
Disneyland because I never went, but I imagined it to be something like what I felt when I went to
the Oak’en Bucket. The place was thick with cigarette smoke and filled with characters right out
of a Martin Scorsese film: Tommy “Scarface” Buyers, Leo “the Pimp,” Ricky “the Hit Man”



Scavianno, Miami Mike, Billy Scott, and Butch Wilson. Gus was half Sicilian and half Greek and
his mother had direct ties to the infamous Purple Gang of Detroit. He always denied being
involved with the Mafia, but there was no mistaking that these other guys were. They all drove
Cadillacs and Oldsmobile Toronados, carried giant bankrolls of cash, and wore tons of gold
jewelry. Some of them even wore floor-length fur coats. I was fascinated. I really looked up to
these guys. Gus was so confident—he always had everyone laughing. I wanted to be just like
him when I grew up.Gus knew my family well and stopped by the table to say hello. He could tell
there was tension between me and my father. I wouldn’t even look up.He asked my father,
“What’s wrong with him?”“He wants a $60 pair of goddam shoes.”Gus reached into his pocket
and pulled out a wad of cash. That was just the kind of guy he was.My father slammed his hand
on the table. “Don’t give him a penny! If you want to help him, give him a job.”Gus laughed and
asked me, “You want a job?”I sat up straight. “Yes.”“Are you serious?” Gus laughed.“Yes!” I was
partially saying it to bluff my father, but I was also intrigued by the idea of hanging around Gus
and the Oak’en Bucket more.“Come here tomorrow afternoon,” Gus said. “Be here by 4:30.”I
showed up the following day an hour early and they handed me a giant rubber apron which was
way too big for a 5’1” 12-year-old and I swear that thing must’ve weighed 25 pounds. We had to
tie a special knot in the back to stop it from dragging on the floor and tripping me. But I had a job
and I was happy. I got paid $6 an hour. I made $36 that Friday night and $42 on Saturday.
Sunday morning, I proudly walked to Southwyck Mall and marched right into the Foot Locker. I
spoke clearly and with authority to the man twice my age who was working there: “Grab me a
size 6-1/2 in the bright red Nike High Tops with the Velcro straps.”I felt like a millionaire when I
put those shoes on! And I learned something very valuable that day: if you want something, go
work for it.So I worked, partly for the money and partly to escape my house. But it didn’t stop me
from getting into trouble. I got arrested for the first time at 12 years old for vandalism.I’d been
caught shoplifting at a record store before that, but the owners called my mother instead of the
cops. She’d apologized profusely for my behavior, paid for the stolen record, and driven me
home in silence, and that had been the end of that. This time was different. A few buddies and I
broke into a house while the owners were away on summer vacation. I didn’t intend to steal
anything—I just wanted that adrenaline rush. We made ourselves comfortable in the living room,
drank way too much, and then trashed the place like we were Led Zeppelin at the Chateau
Marmont. Afterward, one of the guys got caught with a stolen Walkman by his mom. She called
the police and he told them I stole it, which was a complete lie. I was pissed.They took me down
to the police station and put me in an interrogation room. They didn’t have any real evidence
against me so they let me go, but first they asked me a bunch of questions and scared the shit
out of me, which is exactly what they wanted to do.But it didn’t stick.When I was 14, my father
moved back into the house and kicked my mother out. She had to get an apartment and I spent
the majority of my time there, driving her crazy with all the trouble I got into. Finally, one of her
friends sat me down and told me I wasn’t welcome there anymore. I was to leave and never
come back.That left me staying with my father. I didn’t last two weeks. I got into a fight with a boy



at school named Billy Lucius. I told him to tell his friend to meet me after class because I was
gonna kick his ass. Billy punched me right in the face. He was a wrestler and he dove for my legs
to try to take me down. I jumped back, grabbed his head, and began smashing it into the metal
chalkboard ledge. Everything else was a blur. By the time the four lunch mothers tackled me to
the ground, I was covered in blood.Billy was taken to the hospital and I was, yet again, dragged
down to the principal’s office. After much debate about whether or not to call the police, they
called my father. I was immediately expelled from school, which was fine with me because I
hated that fucking school.What Billy could not do to me, my father certainly made up for. I almost
ended up in the hospital, too. I went out that night and came back early in the morning to find the
locks had been changed. That’s how he let me know I didn’t have a home anymore. The only
place I had left to go was work, so I went to the Oak’en Bucket and told Gus what was going
on.“Well,” he said, “you can go stay with my daughter and ex-wife.”This seemed too good to be
true, but for some reason they let me move in. I wasn’t about to question why. Nicole was a year
younger than I was and we were already really close because we went to school together. Her
mother, Debbie, was the coolest mom anyone knew. The fridge was always stocked, Debbie
cooked breakfast on the weekends, and she let us stay out as late as we wanted, never asking
what we were up to.Things were looking up. I didn’t need to get drunk all the time, but when I did
I drank to the point of blacking out. There were tons of girls, even more so as we began
freshman year. Nicole went to the all-girls Catholic school St. Ursula, which opened all kinds of
new possibilities for me. And I went to the all-boys private high school St. John’s. But as good as
it was living with Debbie and Nicole, I knew it was far from normal and a direct result of no one
else wanting me around.When I was 15, I was arrested for the last time—as a teenager, anyway.I
was with Teddy again—sober, surprisingly—and his older brother was driving us to McDonald’s.
He had a broken shotgun in the back seat that he was taking to get fixed. I barely even noticed
the gun until we passed three kids on skateboards who yelled something at us and flipped us
off.“Stop the car!” I yelled. The car stopped and I jumped out with the shotgun. “What did you
say, motherfuckers?”I pumped it even though it wasn’t loaded. The cocking mechanism made a
very loud click-clock sound. The kids took off in complete terror. I laughed, got back in the car,
and we went to McDonald’s. We were on our way back and just about to turn onto Teddy’s street
when I yelled, “Keep going!”There were about 15 cop cars lining the street. One of them peeled
out when they saw us and the chase was on. My heart was racing as Teddy’s brother sped up.
We got around a few corners before the cops caught up and I jumped out of the car while it was
still moving to hide in some pricker bushes. I didn’t have shoes or a shirt on and the bushes cut
into every inch of exposed skin. But the cops didn’t find me. They searched the neighborhood for
hours before finally giving up.What was I supposed to do then? I couldn’t go to Debbie and
Nicole’s. I didn’t want them to know the cops were after me. So I crept back toward my father’s
house, peeking around every corner and ready to bolt at any second, but I made it without
seeing any police cars. Thankfully I didn’t see my father, either. I climbed through an open
window and went straight to my old room, scared shitless but intoxicated by the thrill of having



pulled it off.About an hour later I heard the phone ring, then the loud and heavy Arabic accent of
my father echoing down the hall: “Khalil?”Shit. “Yeah?”“Stay there, don’t move.”Fuck!A few
minutes later the police pulled into the driveway. My father went out to meet them. He turned
around and came charging toward the house like a bull. He took me to the ground with one open-
handed slap to the top of my head and then dragged me outside by my hair. “Take him out to the
field and beat the shit out of him. Then take him to jail.”I could tell by the look on the officers’
faces that they felt bad for me. I spent that night in a jail cell wondering what was going to
happen to me. My mom showed up the next day and told me I was being charged with
attempted murder. The previous times I had been arrested, the charges were dropped
immediately and I got off with probation. This time, no such luck.“The gun wasn’t even loaded!” I
yelled. “It doesn’t even work!”I was offered a plea bargain of aggravated menacing, which I plead
guilty to. The silver lining was that because I was a minor, they put the charge into a sealed
record. As long as I didn’t get arrested again before I turned 18, the charge would be erased
completely.I’d missed work, which meant I had to tell Gus about the incident. He tried being
serious and giving me a talking to, but he kept cracking up and making me recount the story. He
loved the fact that I had gotten away from all of those cops and I could tell that he was bummed
that my dad had turned me in. He made sure I could go back and stay with Nicole and Debbie,
which was a huge relief. As I turned to walk out of the room with my head bowed in shame, Gus
said “Hey, kid—here, take this” and he handed me cash. I can’t remember how much, I just
remember feeling such relief. No, it wasn’t relief—it was exhilaration. I had never had that much
cash in my hands before. I stared down at it intently and he patted me on the shoulder and said,
“Go on, go home now.” I began to cry as I walked out the door, making sure he didn’t see me.I
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to make this dream a reality.Chapter OneSummer 2001“You’re going to die if you don’t get
help.”I’m fading in and out of consciousness, trying to focus my eyes on the figure standing
above me.“If you don’t get help, you’re going to die!”Oh shit, I remember this voice. I thought I
had simply OD’d again and some overzealous paramedic was trying to hit me with some tough
love. No such luck. The voice belongs to my girlfriend’s father.Godammit, why did she let him in?
The voice continues to rant about how irresponsible we are. How could we let this happen again?
Over and over. He’s stuck on repeat.Now my eyes are open but I tune the voice out. I need to
assess the situation.Jennifer’s father is here, which means the whole family knows. I slowly
make my way toward the bathroom.Fuck, it looks like a bomb went off in here. Needles and
blood everywhere. I fall into the wall twice. No one seems to notice or care. I rub my shoulder and
notice a patch.Shit, no wonder I’m not sick yet. 150mg Duragesic 72-Hour Timed Release.Thank
God. This will tide me over until Jennifer can get rid of her father and little sister.I stumble
through a cloud of flies toward the toilet. Gatorade bottles are brimming with dark yellow urine. I
lift the toilet lid.Ah, that explains the flies. The landlord must have turned the water off again.I
piss in the sink. The edge is crowded with cuticle clippers, scissors, needle-nose pliers, two
bottles of hydrogen peroxide, and one can of paint thinner.Slowly and carefully I raise my head
toward the mirror.Chunks of flesh are missing from my left cheek and between my eyebrows.The
top part of my right nostril and two patches of my scalp are gone.On the wall, written in my blood
with my hand, are the words:GOD HELP MEI was born in Toledo, Ohio in 1969, the Year of the
Cock—the rooster, the bringer of light. I was born premature because, as my mother put it, my
father “got excited,” which was code for he beat her. My dad was a Palestinian, but the kids at
school all called him a “sand nigger,” and my mom was a Polack—both of them straight off the
boat.There was a sad old Indian man who always sat on the street corner. Everybody in my
neighborhood was white and they had pretty eyes—blue and green. Everybody was white
except my dad and that old Indian man. My dad was brown, but it was an angry brown. The old
Indian man was very brown, but it was a sad brown that almost seemed more like a red. I was
always happy when the rain came because he was so dirty and it made him clean. Everybody
else ran but he just sat. Next time it rains, I’m not gonna run. I’m gonna sit still like the old Indian
man and get clean.I don’t know much about my father’s past other than he was born in
Jerusalem to a poor Muslim family. I overheard him tell a story once about skipping school as a
kid and playing at his cousin’s house. When his father found him, he beat the cousin’s entire
family then made my father run the 12 miles back home while my grandfather rode a bicycle
behind him. Every time my dad fell down, my grandfather would get off the bike and beat him.A



relative of mine told me another story in broken English about my dad leaving his first wife and
their kids behind in Palestine. He went to Germany to make money and they didn’t think he was
coming back. When he returned five years later, he found that his brother had married his wife
and they’d had a child together.If my father ever had love in him, by the time I was born it was
gone. Life had hardened him. The world, as he knew it, was a bad place.My mother had it even
worse. She was a small child in Poland when World War II broke out. Her father died at sea,
fighting the Nazis. Her mother tried to escape to Hungary, but it was very difficult to get through
the border and having a child made it nearly impossible, so she left my mom on a stranger’s
doorstep and the two sisters who lived there took her in. My mother and the sisters were shipped
off to Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and eventually to Siberia to a labor camp for women and
children. My mother never spoke of these times, and when I asked her about it she would always
say, “The past is the past and best left alone.” But sometimes (rarely) she would mention some
details, like being forced to wear a sack around her neck and pick wheat with her bare hands or
how 15 or 20 of them lived in one tiny shack with a stove for heat and one bucket that they all
had to use to go to the bathroom. Sometimes the bucket would freeze from the cold. Most of
them starved to death.When she was in her thirties, long after the war had ended, my mother
and her husband made their way to the United States. They had a son, but soon after, her
husband abandoned them and returned to Poland. She managed to track down her biological
mother—my grandmother—who was working for a wealthy family as a maid in Toledo, Ohio.My
mom called her.“I’m coming to see you,” she said.A few days before my mom got to Toledo, her
mother closed the garage door and kept the car running. There was never any tearful reunion,
answers, or closure. My mom had been abandoned once again. She ended up a single mother
working as a maid for the same wealthy family as my grandmother and taking classes at the
University of Toledo, where she met my father. They fell in love and quickly married—an angry,
violent, yet charming man and a broken, beautiful woman who thought she could change
him.Even the honeymoon didn’t last long. The first thing my father did after they got married was
make my mother give up her son from her previous relationship because he didn’t want to raise
another man’s child. He made her send him to an orphanage. On countless occasions, she
begged my father to let her son come home, but he refused, and eventually she got pregnant
with me.My earliest memories, from before I could even talk, are of recurring nightmares I had.
One was of a small, shadowy, demonic figure that chased me relentlessly, wanting to kill me. I
inherently knew it was evil, before I had heard anything about good and bad, God and the devil,
heaven and hell. The other nightmare was of a giant white ghost that would drag me into my
parents’ closet, pin me to the floor, and tickle me until I couldn’t breathe. I would feel an immense
pressure on top of me and I couldn’t get up. I’d like to say my memories got better after that,
happier, but I’d be lying.When I was five years old, my mother started pleading incessantly again
to bring her other son home. Finally my father relented. I don’t know what happened to my
brother while he was at that orphanage, but I am certain it was horrible. The first time he touched
me was very confusing because I was so desperate for attention, but I knew immediately that



something was wrong. Over time, the incidents became more and more aggressive. He was
eight years older than I was, a young man going though puberty and confused about his
sexuality, and I was just something to experiment on.When it became constant and I couldn’t
take it anymore, I ran to my mother for help. She was putting makeup on in the mirror, getting
ready to go to my father’s restaurant, where they both worked day and night. I cried and tugged
at her hand, begging her to make him stop. She brushed me away.“He’s just tickling you,” she
said.And that was the end of the conversation.Soon he began inviting other kids from the
neighborhood and let them take turns with me. One of the boys saw what my brother was doing
and pulled him off of me. He threw my brother across the room, pinned him down, and began
whaling on him.“What the fuck is wrong with you?!”He hit him a couple more times and then
yelled again, “What the fuck is wrong with you? Why would you do that?!”Then he realized I was
still standing there watching. He looked up at me with these wild blue eyes and said, “It’s okay
now. Go on, get out of here.”I stood there frozen in awe. I was so happy.“It’s okay now. Go on, get
out of here,” he repeated, but this time louder.And I took off running.His name was Greg
Huffman. He lived five houses down the street from us on Laurentide, adjacent to the creek. His
mom was this real classy lady who always had on fancy gardening outfits and gloves. She was
always gardening. They had the most immaculate landscaping—the greenest grass, the reddest
roses—and she was always so pleasant and said hello to everyone. I loved it when Greg came
around, which was quite often. He and my brother were pretty close.Two months went by without
my brother touching me again. Then one afternoon, my brother came home, running and
panting, out of breath, sobbing, which is something I didn’t see him do very often. Greg had
been rushed to the hospital for emergency open heart surgery. He passed away that afternoon.
How could this happen? Greg was my hero, my protector, not to mention he was only 14 years
old. How could God let this happen? How could He take Greg and leave me alone with my
brother again? I hated God. I hated the world and everyone in it.I never told my father about what
my brother did to me. We all lived in constant fear of upsetting him. The slightest misstep would
send him into a rage, beating all of us and breaking all the furniture. So I didn’t dare tell him
because I knew I’d just end up getting the shit knocked out of me. The only way to survive in my
house was to be invisible.But I didn’t want to be invisible. I wanted to be seen, heard, loved,
taught, and appreciated. I wanted what my friends had with their parents and siblings. I could
see how different my family was from everyone else’s. I saw the other kids out playing catch with
their dads, packing the car up to go camping or fishing. I was fucked. I was cursed. Something
was wrong with me. Why had I been born?Even the weather in Toledo was oppressive. The
spring and fall were beautiful, but the winters were cold and Godless and unrelenting and the
heat and humidity of summer left you in a half-drunken stupor.Whenever the TV was on in our
house, which it almost always was, it was covered with images of death and destruction—the
Vietnam War, the Son of Sam, the Hillside Strangler, Jim Jones suicide cult, etc.Then there was
religion. I couldn’t have been more confused about the topic. My mother’s best friend Basha was
also from Poland. We would go to her house on Fridays for Shabbat dinner. During the holidays,



we would light the menorah and celebrate Chanukah. It was well understood that anything we
did at Basha’s house was never to be discussed at home. I kept my mouth shut, but one time my
dad showed up there and dragged my mother out by her hair. That was the end of our Jewish
traditions.My father was a Muslim and from time to time he would have other Muslims over as
guests. They would go nuts with washing their hands and their faces, then kneel down on these
special rugs on the floor and say all kinds of stuff in Arabic over and over again.“Allah Akbar!
Allah Akbar!”When it came to schooling, there was no way my father was gonna have any son of
his go to a public school—that was for poor people and he was a very proud man. The only
problem was that all of the private schools were Catholic. And not just Catholic, but Jesuit
Catholic.Catholicism only brought about more alienation and shame. I didn’t understand it. All of
these creepy priests and angry nuns with their funny outfits. So much pageantry, so much pomp
and circumstance, that stinky frankincense, eating the body and drinking the blood of Jesus
Christ—it just didn’t seem right. I actually really loved the idea of Jesus and very much enjoyed
hearing about his teachings. Sometimes I would even pray to him. But the exposure to all these
new rituals left me more confused than ever. One thing is for sure—it solidified my belief that I
was different and I didn’t belong. Sitting, then standing, then kneeling and making the sign of the
cross had my head spinning with doubt and self-hatred.The pressure was building and
something was bound to break.It happened a few months into first grade at St. Pat’s. My teacher
was a former nun, very strict and composed, and she was giving us a talking-to about the new
Christmas tree at the front of the room. It was a beautiful tree, decorated with glass bulbs and
handmade ornaments.“No one is to touch or go near the tree,” she said, scanning the room to
make sure everyone understood. “Each one of these ornaments…”Her voice faded out as I
stood up and began walking towards the tree. I could feel every eye in the room on me, and it felt
like I was even watching myself as I stopped right in front of the tree and, with one quick shove,
knocked the entire thing over. The sound was enormous, much louder than I’d expected. Bulbs
exploded and glass ornaments shattered. Wooden pieces skidded across the floor.The teacher
gasped, then stood frozen in shock and horror.I still felt separated from myself, watching it
happen with all the other kids, our jaws dropping in astonishment. But I also felt relieved, like the
lid had been taken off the pressure cooker.The teacher lunged at me. She grabbed my arm and
started yelling as she spanked me. I began to laugh. I tried to keep it inside but couldn’t. It started
quietly but quickly grew into loud and uncontrollable laughter. Some of the other kids, mostly
boys, began laughing as well. This threw our teacher into a frenzy. She spanked harder and
harder but this only made me laugh more. She eventually exhausted herself. Her hand hurt more
than I did. Out of breath, broken and defeated, she ordered me to the principal’s office.I should
have felt bad. Ashamed. But I was exhilarated. I’d found my first drug, my first addiction:
defiance.I used to beg my mother on my knees to divorce my father. When I was seven, my
dream came true. My mother had finally had enough. She and I stayed in the house and my
father moved out. My brother went off to school at the United States Naval Academy, which
should have made me feel better, but I simply became numb. Numb to all of it, to everything.



There was a busy street that ran perpendicular to my house that I would ride my bike across,
pedaling as fast as I could without looking in either direction to check for oncoming traffic. Cars
would slam on their brakes and beep their horns, which put a smile on my face so big that it hurt.
I guess I was more excited about the idea of risking my life intentionally than dying slowly,
painfully, suffocating from lack of love and self-worth. It wasn’t really a death wish, more of a
“fuck you” to God for putting me in this position—in this life, in this family, in this town.My mother
dropped out of nursing school and got a job at the local hospital during the graveyard shift. I
never really saw her. She took sleeping pills during the day and was gone all night. When I woke
up, there was always $5 on the table.Most days I took that $5 and went to the snack bar at the
country club. I loved spending time there, eating and playing in the creek. I loved being in the
sun. I would show up the first day it opened in the spring and go every day until it closed in the
fall.The janitor at the club was a guy named Tommy. He was 22 years old, had long brown hair,
and was the coolest guy I had ever met. He rarely talked to anybody—he just kept to himself and
did his work. One day I was walking behind him on my way out and I saw a giant Coca-Cola truck
parked out front. Tommy slowly and casually walked toward the truck. He stopped abruptly and
turned around to see if anyone was looking and saw me standing there. He cracked this great
big Cheshire cat grin and pulled a knife out from his jean shorts. It was a butterfly knife. He
opened it methodically and with great skill, locking the safety with his thumb, and then swiftly
drove it into one of the massive black tires. The tire let out a loud gasping sound, but no one was
around to notice except for me. He was my hero.After that, I made a habit of hopping the fence at
night, after the club closed, and Tommy and I would smoke cigarettes. We lay on the lounge
chairs on those hot, balmy evenings, staring up at the stars and listening to the incessant
sounds of the cicadas, putting us in a trance-like state. I told Tommy about some of my troubles,
but never in great detail. And he would just listen.That was the safest I’d ever felt. I never wanted
those nights to end. I always fell asleep and sometimes Tommy would, too, until eventually he’d
wake me up: “C’mon, kid, you gotta get home.”The club was my sanctuary. I even joined the
swim team there when I was eight years old. When I was 10 a new coach named Brian was
hired. Brian was a charismatic and charming man in his mid-thirties who had a beautiful
girlfriend and his job was to spend time out in the sun at the pool all day. I really looked up to him.
I wanted to be him.The following year, Brian said he wanted to take me camping, something I
had never done before. I couldn’t wait to go, but I was also a little bit torn about it. Several times
after swim practice, when all of the other kids had gone home, I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I
would sit in the Jacuzzi to stay warm. He would come keep me company, but had this bizarre
habit of putting his hand between my legs and asking me if I wanted to play a game of “Sharkie.”
I would always back away and laugh it off. My instinct was to punch him in the face, but I really
looked up to him and, to be honest, really enjoyed the company, so I brushed it off.I agreed to go
camping, somewhat reluctantly. My excitement over doing something that I had never done
before—and, I suppose, a pretty good deal of denial—superseded my gut instinct. Turns out
Brian had a very specific reason for wanting to take me camping: he wanted to get me alone, out



into the woods, far enough away that no one could hear me scream for help.The man I’d looked
up to and trusted not only tore that away from me, he took away the one place I could go to feel
safe and be a kid. I stopped going to swim practice and competitions.I wanted to tell Tommy,
but…At the end of that August, I was awoken by a loud pounding on my front door. I thought it
must be my friend Teddy, but it wasn’t. It was my friend Megan. She had just gotten her license
and had driven over to pick me up. I opened the door and Megan, giggling loudly, said, “Did you
hear what happened to that janitor guy?”“Tommy?” I asked.“Yeah,” she said, “I guess so. The
janitor.”“What? What are you talking about?”“He died.”“What the fuck are you talking about?”“He
died,” she said, laughing nervously.“What the fuck are you talking about, you stupid bitch?! He
didn’t die! I saw him last night.”“He died. Gosh, what’s your problem?”“He didn’t fucking die!” My
throat was constricting, my eyes burning.“He did too, you douche bag! He fell off a ladder and
broke his neck.”I slammed the door in Megan’s face. I heard her car speed off as I fought back
the tears. I went in my room and shut the door. I was scared I would explode. I crouched down
behind my bed, kneeling on the floor.“No, no, no…” I clenched my teeth and growled. “No, no,
no…”I started to punch myself in my legs—first my thighs, then my calves. “No! No! No!”Any
remaining fragments of childhood innocence that were left in me disintegrated. I had been left to
rot in this dark, incomprehensible reality. Everyone I met was either going to die or do something
terrible to me. After that, I turned bad. My insides turned bad. My soul turned black.I started
getting into all sorts of trouble at school—fights, vandalism, skipping class, bad grades. They
failed me for the first time in sixth grade and having to repeat it was like pouring kerosene on my
bonfire of shame and alienation. I couldn’t take much more of this life.In the Ohio of the ’70s and
’80s, it wasn’t unheard of for kids to go to the liquor store and buy cigarettes or booze for their
parents. One day I went with my best friend Teddy Papenhagen to buy cigarettes for his mom.
We added three bottles of Mad Dog 20/20 to the purchase, then took them into the woods and
got blind drunk. We stumbled our way back to an Arby’s and devoured a massive amount of
French fries—which Teddy hoped would absorb some of the alcohol so his mom didn’t see how
smashed he was. I didn’t share those concerns. I loved being drunk. It was the greatest. I felt
strong and safe and powerful. Invincible, really. Booze was my new best friend.After that I got
drunk almost every weekend. The kids in the neighborhood had figured out my mom left at 10:30
every night and that the house had no adult supervision. And I’m not talking about the good kids.
These were kids like me, neglected and ignored, looking for any way to feel like they belonged. If
someone offered me a cup, a can, or a bottle, I drank it. Then they started offering me pills—
Yellow Jackets, Black Beauties, whatever—and I’d swallow them.I was 12 years old the first time
I had intercourse with a girl. It felt really great when it was happening, but I remember going
home, getting in the shower, and sobbing. I felt dirty, like I had crossed some sort of invisible line
that I shouldn’t have—not at that age, anyway. After that, if a girl wanted to have sex with me, I
would. She didn’t have to be pretty or skinny—any girl would do.I always had a girlfriend and I
always cheated on them. My new addiction, feeling wanted, became the most intense drug of
all.The weekends were a blur of partying. Sometimes it spilled over into the next week. I was in



my second year of sixth grade and I can remember many times when I would show up Monday
morning still drunk from the night before.Early one morning, after I had stayed up all night on
Dexedrine, I lay in bed for hours trying to fall asleep. I had missed school the day before and I
never liked to miss school two days in a row because then it would draw attention and questions
were asked. My heart was racing so bad it felt like it was gonna jump out of my chest. I had done
too much, something that would eventually become a theme in my life. I heard the garage door
open, which meant my mother was home from work and it was time to jump up and get ready for
school.I got out of bed and took a shower to get rid of the cigarette smell. I quickly got dressed
and avoided my mother as I carefully slipped out the door. On my way out, I grabbed a two-liter
bottle of Pepsi out of the refrigerator and some gummy bears out of the drawer. I often drank
Pepsi for breakfast—this was during the Pepsi and Coke war, and Coke hadn’t won yet. I took
the two-liter to the bus stop with me. It was freezing cold outside, but my body and breath were
hot from the amphetamines, sugar, and caffeine that were coursing through my veins. I felt off, to
say the least.The bus ride was a blur. When I got to school, I had the stark realization that it was
Tuesday. Tuesdays we went to Mass first thing in the morning. I felt sick and incredibly nervous.
My body was hot and cold at the same time. At Mass, I took my seat in the pew and a wave of
panic washed over me, unlike any I had felt before. It was quiet, too quiet. My heart started
thumping in my chest loudly. I could feel it. I could hear it. It felt like I was falling backwards. My
impulse was to scream, but I knew that would be disastrous. I pictured them dragging me off—
the nuns, the priests, the overweight lunch mothers. I pictured them putting me in a straightjacket
and locking me in a rubber room. There was a flash like lightning and then again the feeling that I
was falling backwards quickly. I couldn’t breathe. My friend Joe Ostephy was sitting next to me.
He was a funny kid with unusual features—big lips, big ears—but girls loved him. I grabbed his
leg and I whispered, “Shit man, I’m losing it.”“What?” he asked.“Shhh.…” The teacher shot us a
glare.I leaned back into my pew, fists and teeth clenched, my abdomen constricted. Again I
whispered, “I think I’m losing it.” I stood halfway up, preparing to make a run for it. Joe put his
hand up and with a grin on his face said, “Sit down. Sit down. What are you doing?” I sat back
down and felt a shooting pain in my ass.“Ouch!!!”Joe immediately began to crack up, as did
some of the other kids. He had sneaked a thumb tack onto my pew. The pain was intense. The
laughter was disrupting. But as the teacher stood up and ordered both of us off to the principal’s
office, I noticed that the panicked feeling was gone. I no longer heard my heart. I no longer felt
like I was falling backwards off of a chair. In that instant I learned that if I could somehow distract
myself, I might have a fighting chance at combating whatever storm of mental illness was
brewing inside of me.Being drunk or high seemed to keep the panic attacks under control and I
was determined to have people around me, any people, just so I could stay distracted. And
everything was great, until they started leaving. Eventually I’d be alone again. I couldn’t sleep
and would stay up all night watching TV by myself. I had this crazy make-believe fantasy that
Johnny Carson was my father. I put a great deal of effort into creating and maintaining this
illusion. It started when I was much younger, maybe when I was five years old, and I maintained



it into my late teens. Thank God for Johnny Carson.We only had four channels—ABC, NBC,
CBS, and PBS—and once David Letterman signed off, they played the National Anthem and cut
to what I called the Ant Races. Just static. Then I was alone again.When I was alone, when I was
vulnerable, the attacks were unbearable. They came on like a freight train. I couldn’t even leave
the house. I’d lay on the sofa, my body writhing uncontrollably, hyperventilating, fists clenching,
teeth grinding, abdomen constricted, laying in the fetal position, rocking back and forth. At some
point I discovered that if I bit my hand hard enough, the attacks would sometimes lessen or
subside completely, but other times all I could do was grab this hideous, heavy wool blanket we
had and cover myself on the sofa until the attack passed. I’d lay there under the blanket, biting
my hand and crying out to God for help, and when it didn’t come, I’d yell, “Fuck you! Why are you
doing this to me?”During the worst attacks I’d just pray for death.But something amazing
happened in 1982: I got cable TV and Atari. Teddy got Activision. We discovered MTV. The world
changed. Knowing these escapes were there for me at any time of the day lifted a huge burden.
A few other things that brought levity to my unbearable childhood existence: watching John
McEnroe play tennis, Eddie Murphy’s standup comedy routine Delirious, punk rock, the movies
Valley Girl and Fast Times at Ridgemont High, Michael Jackson’s Thriller video, breakdancing,
and the love and friendship of a girl named Kori Keefer.But still there were times when the only
way to get through the night was to get blackout drunk. On way too many occasions, my mom
came home from work to find vomit everywhere and me passed out with puke all over my face.
She would yell and scream about the mess and the fact that I could have choked to death.But
the truth is, if I hadn’t had those coping mechanisms and means for connecting with other
human beings, I probably would have killed myself. My classmate, Charlie War, had taken his
own life when we’d been in fourth grade. He had sat right next to me and we’d been pretty good
friends. Losing him was really sad, but it also planted the seed that I ultimately was in control and
if I really needed to, I could turn out the lights permanently.When I was 12 years old, I asked my
father for a pair of $60 Nike shoes for breakdancing.“You have shoes,” he said. “You don’t need
another pair of goddam shoes.”“Yes I do,” I said. I didn’t, but I really wanted them and was going
to be a pain in the ass until I got them. This broke out into an argument that ended in one of his
famous backhands, which always came with the added pain of the solid gold Presidential Rolex
he wore on his left wrist. We didn’t speak again for days.One night soon after that, he took me to
my favorite restaurant, the Oak’en Bucket, which was owned by the most charismatic and
hilarious man I’ve ever met, who was named Gus. I don’t know what other kids felt like when they
went to Disneyland because I never went, but I imagined it to be something like what I felt when I
went to the Oak’en Bucket. The place was thick with cigarette smoke and filled with characters
right out of a Martin Scorsese film: Tommy “Scarface” Buyers, Leo “the Pimp,” Ricky “the Hit
Man” Scavianno, Miami Mike, Billy Scott, and Butch Wilson. Gus was half Sicilian and half Greek
and his mother had direct ties to the infamous Purple Gang of Detroit. He always denied being
involved with the Mafia, but there was no mistaking that these other guys were. They all drove
Cadillacs and Oldsmobile Toronados, carried giant bankrolls of cash, and wore tons of gold



jewelry. Some of them even wore floor-length fur coats. I was fascinated. I really looked up to
these guys. Gus was so confident—he always had everyone laughing. I wanted to be just like
him when I grew up.Gus knew my family well and stopped by the table to say hello. He could tell
there was tension between me and my father. I wouldn’t even look up.He asked my father,
“What’s wrong with him?”“He wants a $60 pair of goddam shoes.”Gus reached into his pocket
and pulled out a wad of cash. That was just the kind of guy he was.My father slammed his hand
on the table. “Don’t give him a penny! If you want to help him, give him a job.”Gus laughed and
asked me, “You want a job?”I sat up straight. “Yes.”“Are you serious?” Gus laughed.“Yes!” I was
partially saying it to bluff my father, but I was also intrigued by the idea of hanging around Gus
and the Oak’en Bucket more.“Come here tomorrow afternoon,” Gus said. “Be here by 4:30.”I
showed up the following day an hour early and they handed me a giant rubber apron which was
way too big for a 5’1” 12-year-old and I swear that thing must’ve weighed 25 pounds. We had to
tie a special knot in the back to stop it from dragging on the floor and tripping me. But I had a job
and I was happy. I got paid $6 an hour. I made $36 that Friday night and $42 on Saturday.
Sunday morning, I proudly walked to Southwyck Mall and marched right into the Foot Locker. I
spoke clearly and with authority to the man twice my age who was working there: “Grab me a
size 6-1/2 in the bright red Nike High Tops with the Velcro straps.”I felt like a millionaire when I
put those shoes on! And I learned something very valuable that day: if you want something, go
work for it.So I worked, partly for the money and partly to escape my house. But it didn’t stop me
from getting into trouble. I got arrested for the first time at 12 years old for vandalism.I’d been
caught shoplifting at a record store before that, but the owners called my mother instead of the
cops. She’d apologized profusely for my behavior, paid for the stolen record, and driven me
home in silence, and that had been the end of that. This time was different. A few buddies and I
broke into a house while the owners were away on summer vacation. I didn’t intend to steal
anything—I just wanted that adrenaline rush. We made ourselves comfortable in the living room,
drank way too much, and then trashed the place like we were Led Zeppelin at the Chateau
Marmont. Afterward, one of the guys got caught with a stolen Walkman by his mom. She called
the police and he told them I stole it, which was a complete lie. I was pissed.They took me down
to the police station and put me in an interrogation room. They didn’t have any real evidence
against me so they let me go, but first they asked me a bunch of questions and scared the shit
out of me, which is exactly what they wanted to do.But it didn’t stick.When I was 14, my father
moved back into the house and kicked my mother out. She had to get an apartment and I spent
the majority of my time there, driving her crazy with all the trouble I got into. Finally, one of her
friends sat me down and told me I wasn’t welcome there anymore. I was to leave and never
come back.That left me staying with my father. I didn’t last two weeks. I got into a fight with a boy
at school named Billy Lucius. I told him to tell his friend to meet me after class because I was
gonna kick his ass. Billy punched me right in the face. He was a wrestler and he dove for my legs
to try to take me down. I jumped back, grabbed his head, and began smashing it into the metal
chalkboard ledge. Everything else was a blur. By the time the four lunch mothers tackled me to



the ground, I was covered in blood.Billy was taken to the hospital and I was, yet again, dragged
down to the principal’s office. After much debate about whether or not to call the police, they
called my father. I was immediately expelled from school, which was fine with me because I
hated that fucking school.What Billy could not do to me, my father certainly made up for. I almost
ended up in the hospital, too. I went out that night and came back early in the morning to find the
locks had been changed. That’s how he let me know I didn’t have a home anymore. The only
place I had left to go was work, so I went to the Oak’en Bucket and told Gus what was going
on.“Well,” he said, “you can go stay with my daughter and ex-wife.”This seemed too good to be
true, but for some reason they let me move in. I wasn’t about to question why. Nicole was a year
younger than I was and we were already really close because we went to school together. Her
mother, Debbie, was the coolest mom anyone knew. The fridge was always stocked, Debbie
cooked breakfast on the weekends, and she let us stay out as late as we wanted, never asking
what we were up to.Things were looking up. I didn’t need to get drunk all the time, but when I did
I drank to the point of blacking out. There were tons of girls, even more so as we began
freshman year. Nicole went to the all-girls Catholic school St. Ursula, which opened all kinds of
new possibilities for me. And I went to the all-boys private high school St. John’s. But as good as
it was living with Debbie and Nicole, I knew it was far from normal and a direct result of no one
else wanting me around.When I was 15, I was arrested for the last time—as a teenager, anyway.I
was with Teddy again—sober, surprisingly—and his older brother was driving us to McDonald’s.
He had a broken shotgun in the back seat that he was taking to get fixed. I barely even noticed
the gun until we passed three kids on skateboards who yelled something at us and flipped us
off.“Stop the car!” I yelled. The car stopped and I jumped out with the shotgun. “What did you
say, motherfuckers?”I pumped it even though it wasn’t loaded. The cocking mechanism made a
very loud click-clock sound. The kids took off in complete terror. I laughed, got back in the car,
and we went to McDonald’s. We were on our way back and just about to turn onto Teddy’s street
when I yelled, “Keep going!”There were about 15 cop cars lining the street. One of them peeled
out when they saw us and the chase was on. My heart was racing as Teddy’s brother sped up.
We got around a few corners before the cops caught up and I jumped out of the car while it was
still moving to hide in some pricker bushes. I didn’t have shoes or a shirt on and the bushes cut
into every inch of exposed skin. But the cops didn’t find me. They searched the neighborhood for
hours before finally giving up.What was I supposed to do then? I couldn’t go to Debbie and
Nicole’s. I didn’t want them to know the cops were after me. So I crept back toward my father’s
house, peeking around every corner and ready to bolt at any second, but I made it without
seeing any police cars. Thankfully I didn’t see my father, either. I climbed through an open
window and went straight to my old room, scared shitless but intoxicated by the thrill of having
pulled it off.About an hour later I heard the phone ring, then the loud and heavy Arabic accent of
my father echoing down the hall: “Khalil?”Shit. “Yeah?”“Stay there, don’t move.”Fuck!A few
minutes later the police pulled into the driveway. My father went out to meet them. He turned
around and came charging toward the house like a bull. He took me to the ground with one open-



handed slap to the top of my head and then dragged me outside by my hair. “Take him out to the
field and beat the shit out of him. Then take him to jail.”I could tell by the look on the officers’
faces that they felt bad for me. I spent that night in a jail cell wondering what was going to
happen to me. My mom showed up the next day and told me I was being charged with
attempted murder. The previous times I had been arrested, the charges were dropped
immediately and I got off with probation. This time, no such luck.“The gun wasn’t even loaded!” I
yelled. “It doesn’t even work!”I was offered a plea bargain of aggravated menacing, which I plead
guilty to. The silver lining was that because I was a minor, they put the charge into a sealed
record. As long as I didn’t get arrested again before I turned 18, the charge would be erased
completely.I’d missed work, which meant I had to tell Gus about the incident. He tried being
serious and giving me a talking to, but he kept cracking up and making me recount the story. He
loved the fact that I had gotten away from all of those cops and I could tell that he was bummed
that my dad had turned me in. He made sure I could go back and stay with Nicole and Debbie,
which was a huge relief. As I turned to walk out of the room with my head bowed in shame, Gus
said “Hey, kid—here, take this” and he handed me cash. I can’t remember how much, I just
remember feeling such relief. No, it wasn’t relief—it was exhilaration. I had never had that much
cash in my hands before. I stared down at it intently and he patted me on the shoulder and said,
“Go on, go home now.” I began to cry as I walked out the door, making sure he didn’t see
me.Chapter OneChapter OneChapter OneChapter OneChapter OneSummer 2001“You’re going
to die if you don’t get help.”I’m fading in and out of consciousness, trying to focus my eyes on the
figure standing above me.“If you don’t get help, you’re going to die!”Oh shit, I remember this
voice. I thought I had simply OD’d again and some overzealous paramedic was trying to hit me
with some tough love. No such luck. The voice belongs to my girlfriend’s father.Godammit, why
did she let him in?The voice continues to rant about how irresponsible we are. How could we let
this happen again?Over and over. He’s stuck on repeat.Now my eyes are open but I tune the
voice out. I need to assess the situation.Jennifer’s father is here, which means the whole family
knows. I slowly make my way toward the bathroom.Fuck, it looks like a bomb went off in here.
Needles and blood everywhere. I fall into the wall twice. No one seems to notice or care. I rub my
shoulder and notice a patch.Shit, no wonder I’m not sick yet. 150mg Duragesic 72-Hour Timed
Release.Thank God. This will tide me over until Jennifer can get rid of her father and little sister.I
stumble through a cloud of flies toward the toilet. Gatorade bottles are brimming with dark yellow
urine. I lift the toilet lid.Ah, that explains the flies. The landlord must have turned the water off
again.I piss in the sink. The edge is crowded with cuticle clippers, scissors, needle-nose pliers,
two bottles of hydrogen peroxide, and one can of paint thinner.Slowly and carefully I raise my
head toward the mirror.Chunks of flesh are missing from my left cheek and between my
eyebrows.The top part of my right nostril and two patches of my scalp are gone.On the wall,
written in my blood with my hand, are the words:GOD HELP MEI was born in Toledo, Ohio in
1969, the Year of the Cock—the rooster, the bringer of light. I was born premature because, as
my mother put it, my father “got excited,” which was code for he beat her. My dad was a



Palestinian, but the kids at school all called him a “sand nigger,” and my mom was a Polack—
both of them straight off the boat.There was a sad old Indian man who always sat on the street
corner. Everybody in my neighborhood was white and they had pretty eyes—blue and green.
Everybody was white except my dad and that old Indian man. My dad was brown, but it was an
angry brown. The old Indian man was very brown, but it was a sad brown that almost seemed
more like a red. I was always happy when the rain came because he was so dirty and it made
him clean. Everybody else ran but he just sat. Next time it rains, I’m not gonna run. I’m gonna sit
still like the old Indian man and get clean.I don’t know much about my father’s past other than he
was born in Jerusalem to a poor Muslim family. I overheard him tell a story once about skipping
school as a kid and playing at his cousin’s house. When his father found him, he beat the
cousin’s entire family then made my father run the 12 miles back home while my grandfather
rode a bicycle behind him. Every time my dad fell down, my grandfather would get off the bike
and beat him.A relative of mine told me another story in broken English about my dad leaving his
first wife and their kids behind in Palestine. He went to Germany to make money and they didn’t
think he was coming back. When he returned five years later, he found that his brother had
married his wife and they’d had a child together.If my father ever had love in him, by the time I
was born it was gone. Life had hardened him. The world, as he knew it, was a bad place.My
mother had it even worse. She was a small child in Poland when World War II broke out. Her
father died at sea, fighting the Nazis. Her mother tried to escape to Hungary, but it was very
difficult to get through the border and having a child made it nearly impossible, so she left my
mom on a stranger’s doorstep and the two sisters who lived there took her in. My mother and the
sisters were shipped off to Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and eventually to Siberia to a labor
camp for women and children. My mother never spoke of these times, and when I asked her
about it she would always say, “The past is the past and best left alone.” But sometimes (rarely)
she would mention some details, like being forced to wear a sack around her neck and pick
wheat with her bare hands or how 15 or 20 of them lived in one tiny shack with a stove for heat
and one bucket that they all had to use to go to the bathroom. Sometimes the bucket would
freeze from the cold. Most of them starved to death.When she was in her thirties, long after the
war had ended, my mother and her husband made their way to the United States. They had a
son, but soon after, her husband abandoned them and returned to Poland. She managed to
track down her biological mother—my grandmother—who was working for a wealthy family as a
maid in Toledo, Ohio.My mom called her.“I’m coming to see you,” she said.A few days before my
mom got to Toledo, her mother closed the garage door and kept the car running. There was
never any tearful reunion, answers, or closure. My mom had been abandoned once again. She
ended up a single mother working as a maid for the same wealthy family as my grandmother
and taking classes at the University of Toledo, where she met my father. They fell in love and
quickly married—an angry, violent, yet charming man and a broken, beautiful woman who
thought she could change him.Even the honeymoon didn’t last long. The first thing my father did
after they got married was make my mother give up her son from her previous relationship



because he didn’t want to raise another man’s child. He made her send him to an orphanage. On
countless occasions, she begged my father to let her son come home, but he refused, and
eventually she got pregnant with me.My earliest memories, from before I could even talk, are of
recurring nightmares I had. One was of a small, shadowy, demonic figure that chased me
relentlessly, wanting to kill me. I inherently knew it was evil, before I had heard anything about
good and bad, God and the devil, heaven and hell. The other nightmare was of a giant white
ghost that would drag me into my parents’ closet, pin me to the floor, and tickle me until I
couldn’t breathe. I would feel an immense pressure on top of me and I couldn’t get up. I’d like to
say my memories got better after that, happier, but I’d be lying.When I was five years old, my
mother started pleading incessantly again to bring her other son home. Finally my father
relented. I don’t know what happened to my brother while he was at that orphanage, but I am
certain it was horrible. The first time he touched me was very confusing because I was so
desperate for attention, but I knew immediately that something was wrong. Over time, the
incidents became more and more aggressive. He was eight years older than I was, a young man
going though puberty and confused about his sexuality, and I was just something to experiment
on.When it became constant and I couldn’t take it anymore, I ran to my mother for help. She was
putting makeup on in the mirror, getting ready to go to my father’s restaurant, where they both
worked day and night. I cried and tugged at her hand, begging her to make him stop. She
brushed me away.“He’s just tickling you,” she said.And that was the end of the
conversation.Soon he began inviting other kids from the neighborhood and let them take turns
with me. One of the boys saw what my brother was doing and pulled him off of me. He threw my
brother across the room, pinned him down, and began whaling on him.“What the fuck is wrong
with you?!”He hit him a couple more times and then yelled again, “What the fuck is wrong with
you? Why would you do that?!”Then he realized I was still standing there watching. He looked up
at me with these wild blue eyes and said, “It’s okay now. Go on, get out of here.”I stood there
frozen in awe. I was so happy.“It’s okay now. Go on, get out of here,” he repeated, but this time
louder.And I took off running.His name was Greg Huffman. He lived five houses down the street
from us on Laurentide, adjacent to the creek. His mom was this real classy lady who always had
on fancy gardening outfits and gloves. She was always gardening. They had the most
immaculate landscaping—the greenest grass, the reddest roses—and she was always so
pleasant and said hello to everyone. I loved it when Greg came around, which was quite often.
He and my brother were pretty close.Two months went by without my brother touching me again.
Then one afternoon, my brother came home, running and panting, out of breath, sobbing, which
is something I didn’t see him do very often. Greg had been rushed to the hospital for emergency
open heart surgery. He passed away that afternoon. How could this happen? Greg was my hero,
my protector, not to mention he was only 14 years old. How could God let this happen? How
could He take Greg and leave me alone with my brother again? I hated God. I hated the world
and everyone in it.I never told my father about what my brother did to me. We all lived in constant
fear of upsetting him. The slightest misstep would send him into a rage, beating all of us and



breaking all the furniture. So I didn’t dare tell him because I knew I’d just end up getting the shit
knocked out of me. The only way to survive in my house was to be invisible.But I didn’t want to
be invisible. I wanted to be seen, heard, loved, taught, and appreciated. I wanted what my
friends had with their parents and siblings. I could see how different my family was from
everyone else’s. I saw the other kids out playing catch with their dads, packing the car up to go
camping or fishing. I was fucked. I was cursed. Something was wrong with me. Why had I been
born?Even the weather in Toledo was oppressive. The spring and fall were beautiful, but the
winters were cold and Godless and unrelenting and the heat and humidity of summer left you in
a half-drunken stupor.Whenever the TV was on in our house, which it almost always was, it was
covered with images of death and destruction—the Vietnam War, the Son of Sam, the Hillside
Strangler, Jim Jones suicide cult, etc.Then there was religion. I couldn’t have been more
confused about the topic. My mother’s best friend Basha was also from Poland. We would go to
her house on Fridays for Shabbat dinner. During the holidays, we would light the menorah and
celebrate Chanukah. It was well understood that anything we did at Basha’s house was never to
be discussed at home. I kept my mouth shut, but one time my dad showed up there and dragged
my mother out by her hair. That was the end of our Jewish traditions.My father was a Muslim and
from time to time he would have other Muslims over as guests. They would go nuts with washing
their hands and their faces, then kneel down on these special rugs on the floor and say all kinds
of stuff in Arabic over and over again.“Allah Akbar! Allah Akbar!”When it came to schooling,
there was no way my father was gonna have any son of his go to a public school—that was for
poor people and he was a very proud man. The only problem was that all of the private schools
were Catholic. And not just Catholic, but Jesuit Catholic.Catholicism only brought about more
alienation and shame. I didn’t understand it. All of these creepy priests and angry nuns with their
funny outfits. So much pageantry, so much pomp and circumstance, that stinky frankincense,
eating the body and drinking the blood of Jesus Christ—it just didn’t seem right. I actually really
loved the idea of Jesus and very much enjoyed hearing about his teachings. Sometimes I would
even pray to him. But the exposure to all these new rituals left me more confused than ever. One
thing is for sure—it solidified my belief that I was different and I didn’t belong. Sitting, then
standing, then kneeling and making the sign of the cross had my head spinning with doubt and
self-hatred.The pressure was building and something was bound to break.It happened a few
months into first grade at St. Pat’s. My teacher was a former nun, very strict and composed, and
she was giving us a talking-to about the new Christmas tree at the front of the room. It was a
beautiful tree, decorated with glass bulbs and handmade ornaments.“No one is to touch or go
near the tree,” she said, scanning the room to make sure everyone understood. “Each one of
these ornaments…”Her voice faded out as I stood up and began walking towards the tree. I
could feel every eye in the room on me, and it felt like I was even watching myself as I stopped
right in front of the tree and, with one quick shove, knocked the entire thing over. The sound was
enormous, much louder than I’d expected. Bulbs exploded and glass ornaments shattered.
Wooden pieces skidded across the floor.The teacher gasped, then stood frozen in shock and



horror.I still felt separated from myself, watching it happen with all the other kids, our jaws
dropping in astonishment. But I also felt relieved, like the lid had been taken off the pressure
cooker.The teacher lunged at me. She grabbed my arm and started yelling as she spanked me. I
began to laugh. I tried to keep it inside but couldn’t. It started quietly but quickly grew into loud
and uncontrollable laughter. Some of the other kids, mostly boys, began laughing as well. This
threw our teacher into a frenzy. She spanked harder and harder but this only made me laugh
more. She eventually exhausted herself. Her hand hurt more than I did. Out of breath, broken
and defeated, she ordered me to the principal’s office.I should have felt bad. Ashamed. But I was
exhilarated. I’d found my first drug, my first addiction: defiance.I used to beg my mother on my
knees to divorce my father. When I was seven, my dream came true. My mother had finally had
enough. She and I stayed in the house and my father moved out. My brother went off to school at
the United States Naval Academy, which should have made me feel better, but I simply became
numb. Numb to all of it, to everything. There was a busy street that ran perpendicular to my
house that I would ride my bike across, pedaling as fast as I could without looking in either
direction to check for oncoming traffic. Cars would slam on their brakes and beep their horns,
which put a smile on my face so big that it hurt. I guess I was more excited about the idea of
risking my life intentionally than dying slowly, painfully, suffocating from lack of love and self-
worth. It wasn’t really a death wish, more of a “fuck you” to God for putting me in this position—in
this life, in this family, in this town.My mother dropped out of nursing school and got a job at the
local hospital during the graveyard shift. I never really saw her. She took sleeping pills during the
day and was gone all night. When I woke up, there was always $5 on the table.Most days I took
that $5 and went to the snack bar at the country club. I loved spending time there, eating and
playing in the creek. I loved being in the sun. I would show up the first day it opened in the spring
and go every day until it closed in the fall.The janitor at the club was a guy named Tommy. He
was 22 years old, had long brown hair, and was the coolest guy I had ever met. He rarely talked
to anybody—he just kept to himself and did his work. One day I was walking behind him on my
way out and I saw a giant Coca-Cola truck parked out front. Tommy slowly and casually walked
toward the truck. He stopped abruptly and turned around to see if anyone was looking and saw
me standing there. He cracked this great big Cheshire cat grin and pulled a knife out from his
jean shorts. It was a butterfly knife. He opened it methodically and with great skill, locking the
safety with his thumb, and then swiftly drove it into one of the massive black tires. The tire let out
a loud gasping sound, but no one was around to notice except for me. He was my hero.After
that, I made a habit of hopping the fence at night, after the club closed, and Tommy and I would
smoke cigarettes. We lay on the lounge chairs on those hot, balmy evenings, staring up at the
stars and listening to the incessant sounds of the cicadas, putting us in a trance-like state. I told
Tommy about some of my troubles, but never in great detail. And he would just listen.That was
the safest I’d ever felt. I never wanted those nights to end. I always fell asleep and sometimes
Tommy would, too, until eventually he’d wake me up: “C’mon, kid, you gotta get home.”The club
was my sanctuary. I even joined the swim team there when I was eight years old. When I was 10



a new coach named Brian was hired. Brian was a charismatic and charming man in his mid-
thirties who had a beautiful girlfriend and his job was to spend time out in the sun at the pool all
day. I really looked up to him. I wanted to be him.The following year, Brian said he wanted to take
me camping, something I had never done before. I couldn’t wait to go, but I was also a little bit
torn about it. Several times after swim practice, when all of the other kids had gone home, I didn’t
have anywhere to go, so I would sit in the Jacuzzi to stay warm. He would come keep me
company, but had this bizarre habit of putting his hand between my legs and asking me if I
wanted to play a game of “Sharkie.” I would always back away and laugh it off. My instinct was to
punch him in the face, but I really looked up to him and, to be honest, really enjoyed the
company, so I brushed it off.I agreed to go camping, somewhat reluctantly. My excitement over
doing something that I had never done before—and, I suppose, a pretty good deal of denial—
superseded my gut instinct. Turns out Brian had a very specific reason for wanting to take me
camping: he wanted to get me alone, out into the woods, far enough away that no one could
hear me scream for help.The man I’d looked up to and trusted not only tore that away from me,
he took away the one place I could go to feel safe and be a kid. I stopped going to swim practice
and competitions.I wanted to tell Tommy, but…At the end of that August, I was awoken by a loud
pounding on my front door. I thought it must be my friend Teddy, but it wasn’t. It was my friend
Megan. She had just gotten her license and had driven over to pick me up. I opened the door
and Megan, giggling loudly, said, “Did you hear what happened to that janitor guy?”“Tommy?” I
asked.“Yeah,” she said, “I guess so. The janitor.”“What? What are you talking about?”“He
died.”“What the fuck are you talking about?”“He died,” she said, laughing nervously.“What the
fuck are you talking about, you stupid bitch?! He didn’t die! I saw him last night.”“He died. Gosh,
what’s your problem?”“He didn’t fucking die!” My throat was constricting, my eyes burning.“He
did too, you douche bag! He fell off a ladder and broke his neck.”I slammed the door in Megan’s
face. I heard her car speed off as I fought back the tears. I went in my room and shut the door. I
was scared I would explode. I crouched down behind my bed, kneeling on the floor.“No, no,
no…” I clenched my teeth and growled. “No, no, no…”I started to punch myself in my legs—first
my thighs, then my calves. “No! No! No!”Any remaining fragments of childhood innocence that
were left in me disintegrated. I had been left to rot in this dark, incomprehensible reality.
Everyone I met was either going to die or do something terrible to me. After that, I turned bad. My
insides turned bad. My soul turned black.I started getting into all sorts of trouble at school—
fights, vandalism, skipping class, bad grades. They failed me for the first time in sixth grade and
having to repeat it was like pouring kerosene on my bonfire of shame and alienation. I couldn’t
take much more of this life.In the Ohio of the ’70s and ’80s, it wasn’t unheard of for kids to go to
the liquor store and buy cigarettes or booze for their parents. One day I went with my best friend
Teddy Papenhagen to buy cigarettes for his mom. We added three bottles of Mad Dog 20/20 to
the purchase, then took them into the woods and got blind drunk. We stumbled our way back to
an Arby’s and devoured a massive amount of French fries—which Teddy hoped would absorb
some of the alcohol so his mom didn’t see how smashed he was. I didn’t share those concerns. I



loved being drunk. It was the greatest. I felt strong and safe and powerful. Invincible, really.
Booze was my new best friend.After that I got drunk almost every weekend. The kids in the
neighborhood had figured out my mom left at 10:30 every night and that the house had no adult
supervision. And I’m not talking about the good kids. These were kids like me, neglected and
ignored, looking for any way to feel like they belonged. If someone offered me a cup, a can, or a
bottle, I drank it. Then they started offering me pills—Yellow Jackets, Black Beauties, whatever—
and I’d swallow them.I was 12 years old the first time I had intercourse with a girl. It felt really
great when it was happening, but I remember going home, getting in the shower, and sobbing. I
felt dirty, like I had crossed some sort of invisible line that I shouldn’t have—not at that age,
anyway. After that, if a girl wanted to have sex with me, I would. She didn’t have to be pretty or
skinny—any girl would do.I always had a girlfriend and I always cheated on them. My new
addiction, feeling wanted, became the most intense drug of all.The weekends were a blur of
partying. Sometimes it spilled over into the next week. I was in my second year of sixth grade
and I can remember many times when I would show up Monday morning still drunk from the
night before.Early one morning, after I had stayed up all night on Dexedrine, I lay in bed for hours
trying to fall asleep. I had missed school the day before and I never liked to miss school two days
in a row because then it would draw attention and questions were asked. My heart was racing so
bad it felt like it was gonna jump out of my chest. I had done too much, something that would
eventually become a theme in my life. I heard the garage door open, which meant my mother
was home from work and it was time to jump up and get ready for school.I got out of bed and
took a shower to get rid of the cigarette smell. I quickly got dressed and avoided my mother as I
carefully slipped out the door. On my way out, I grabbed a two-liter bottle of Pepsi out of the
refrigerator and some gummy bears out of the drawer. I often drank Pepsi for breakfast—this
was during the Pepsi and Coke war, and Coke hadn’t won yet. I took the two-liter to the bus stop
with me. It was freezing cold outside, but my body and breath were hot from the amphetamines,
sugar, and caffeine that were coursing through my veins. I felt off, to say the least.The bus ride
was a blur. When I got to school, I had the stark realization that it was Tuesday. Tuesdays we
went to Mass first thing in the morning. I felt sick and incredibly nervous. My body was hot and
cold at the same time. At Mass, I took my seat in the pew and a wave of panic washed over me,
unlike any I had felt before. It was quiet, too quiet. My heart started thumping in my chest loudly. I
could feel it. I could hear it. It felt like I was falling backwards. My impulse was to scream, but I
knew that would be disastrous. I pictured them dragging me off—the nuns, the priests, the
overweight lunch mothers. I pictured them putting me in a straightjacket and locking me in a
rubber room. There was a flash like lightning and then again the feeling that I was falling
backwards quickly. I couldn’t breathe. My friend Joe Ostephy was sitting next to me. He was a
funny kid with unusual features—big lips, big ears—but girls loved him. I grabbed his leg and I
whispered, “Shit man, I’m losing it.”“What?” he asked.“Shhh.…” The teacher shot us a glare.I
leaned back into my pew, fists and teeth clenched, my abdomen constricted. Again I whispered,
“I think I’m losing it.” I stood halfway up, preparing to make a run for it. Joe put his hand up and



with a grin on his face said, “Sit down. Sit down. What are you doing?” I sat back down and felt a
shooting pain in my ass.“Ouch!!!”Joe immediately began to crack up, as did some of the other
kids. He had sneaked a thumb tack onto my pew. The pain was intense. The laughter was
disrupting. But as the teacher stood up and ordered both of us off to the principal’s office, I
noticed that the panicked feeling was gone. I no longer heard my heart. I no longer felt like I was
falling backwards off of a chair. In that instant I learned that if I could somehow distract myself, I
might have a fighting chance at combating whatever storm of mental illness was brewing inside
of me.Being drunk or high seemed to keep the panic attacks under control and I was determined
to have people around me, any people, just so I could stay distracted. And everything was great,
until they started leaving. Eventually I’d be alone again. I couldn’t sleep and would stay up all
night watching TV by myself. I had this crazy make-believe fantasy that Johnny Carson was my
father. I put a great deal of effort into creating and maintaining this illusion. It started when I was
much younger, maybe when I was five years old, and I maintained it into my late teens. Thank
God for Johnny Carson.We only had four channels—ABC, NBC, CBS, and PBS—and once
David Letterman signed off, they played the National Anthem and cut to what I called the Ant
Races. Just static. Then I was alone again.When I was alone, when I was vulnerable, the attacks
were unbearable. They came on like a freight train. I couldn’t even leave the house. I’d lay on the
sofa, my body writhing uncontrollably, hyperventilating, fists clenching, teeth grinding, abdomen
constricted, laying in the fetal position, rocking back and forth. At some point I discovered that if I
bit my hand hard enough, the attacks would sometimes lessen or subside completely, but other
times all I could do was grab this hideous, heavy wool blanket we had and cover myself on the
sofa until the attack passed. I’d lay there under the blanket, biting my hand and crying out to God
for help, and when it didn’t come, I’d yell, “Fuck you! Why are you doing this to me?”During the
worst attacks I’d just pray for death.But something amazing happened in 1982: I got cable TV
and Atari. Teddy got Activision. We discovered MTV. The world changed. Knowing these
escapes were there for me at any time of the day lifted a huge burden. A few other things that
brought levity to my unbearable childhood existence: watching John McEnroe play tennis, Eddie
Murphy’s standup comedy routine Delirious, punk rock, the movies Valley Girl and Fast Times at
Ridgemont High, Michael Jackson’s Thriller video, breakdancing, and the love and friendship of
a girl named Kori Keefer.But still there were times when the only way to get through the night
was to get blackout drunk. On way too many occasions, my mom came home from work to find
vomit everywhere and me passed out with puke all over my face. She would yell and scream
about the mess and the fact that I could have choked to death.But the truth is, if I hadn’t had
those coping mechanisms and means for connecting with other human beings, I probably would
have killed myself. My classmate, Charlie War, had taken his own life when we’d been in fourth
grade. He had sat right next to me and we’d been pretty good friends. Losing him was really sad,
but it also planted the seed that I ultimately was in control and if I really needed to, I could turn
out the lights permanently.When I was 12 years old, I asked my father for a pair of $60 Nike
shoes for breakdancing.“You have shoes,” he said. “You don’t need another pair of goddam



shoes.”“Yes I do,” I said. I didn’t, but I really wanted them and was going to be a pain in the ass
until I got them. This broke out into an argument that ended in one of his famous backhands,
which always came with the added pain of the solid gold Presidential Rolex he wore on his left
wrist. We didn’t speak again for days.One night soon after that, he took me to my favorite
restaurant, the Oak’en Bucket, which was owned by the most charismatic and hilarious man I’ve
ever met, who was named Gus. I don’t know what other kids felt like when they went to
Disneyland because I never went, but I imagined it to be something like what I felt when I went to
the Oak’en Bucket. The place was thick with cigarette smoke and filled with characters right out
of a Martin Scorsese film: Tommy “Scarface” Buyers, Leo “the Pimp,” Ricky “the Hit Man”
Scavianno, Miami Mike, Billy Scott, and Butch Wilson. Gus was half Sicilian and half Greek and
his mother had direct ties to the infamous Purple Gang of Detroit. He always denied being
involved with the Mafia, but there was no mistaking that these other guys were. They all drove
Cadillacs and Oldsmobile Toronados, carried giant bankrolls of cash, and wore tons of gold
jewelry. Some of them even wore floor-length fur coats. I was fascinated. I really looked up to
these guys. Gus was so confident—he always had everyone laughing. I wanted to be just like
him when I grew up.Gus knew my family well and stopped by the table to say hello. He could tell
there was tension between me and my father. I wouldn’t even look up.He asked my father,
“What’s wrong with him?”“He wants a $60 pair of goddam shoes.”Gus reached into his pocket
and pulled out a wad of cash. That was just the kind of guy he was.My father slammed his hand
on the table. “Don’t give him a penny! If you want to help him, give him a job.”Gus laughed and
asked me, “You want a job?”I sat up straight. “Yes.”“Are you serious?” Gus laughed.“Yes!” I was
partially saying it to bluff my father, but I was also intrigued by the idea of hanging around Gus
and the Oak’en Bucket more.“Come here tomorrow afternoon,” Gus said. “Be here by 4:30.”I
showed up the following day an hour early and they handed me a giant rubber apron which was
way too big for a 5’1” 12-year-old and I swear that thing must’ve weighed 25 pounds. We had to
tie a special knot in the back to stop it from dragging on the floor and tripping me. But I had a job
and I was happy. I got paid $6 an hour. I made $36 that Friday night and $42 on Saturday.
Sunday morning, I proudly walked to Southwyck Mall and marched right into the Foot Locker. I
spoke clearly and with authority to the man twice my age who was working there: “Grab me a
size 6-1/2 in the bright red Nike High Tops with the Velcro straps.”I felt like a millionaire when I
put those shoes on! And I learned something very valuable that day: if you want something, go
work for it.So I worked, partly for the money and partly to escape my house. But it didn’t stop me
from getting into trouble. I got arrested for the first time at 12 years old for vandalism.I’d been
caught shoplifting at a record store before that, but the owners called my mother instead of the
cops. She’d apologized profusely for my behavior, paid for the stolen record, and driven me
home in silence, and that had been the end of that. This time was different. A few buddies and I
broke into a house while the owners were away on summer vacation. I didn’t intend to steal
anything—I just wanted that adrenaline rush. We made ourselves comfortable in the living room,
drank way too much, and then trashed the place like we were Led Zeppelin at the Chateau



Marmont. Afterward, one of the guys got caught with a stolen Walkman by his mom. She called
the police and he told them I stole it, which was a complete lie. I was pissed.They took me down
to the police station and put me in an interrogation room. They didn’t have any real evidence
against me so they let me go, but first they asked me a bunch of questions and scared the shit
out of me, which is exactly what they wanted to do.But it didn’t stick.When I was 14, my father
moved back into the house and kicked my mother out. She had to get an apartment and I spent
the majority of my time there, driving her crazy with all the trouble I got into. Finally, one of her
friends sat me down and told me I wasn’t welcome there anymore. I was to leave and never
come back.That left me staying with my father. I didn’t last two weeks. I got into a fight with a boy
at school named Billy Lucius. I told him to tell his friend to meet me after class because I was
gonna kick his ass. Billy punched me right in the face. He was a wrestler and he dove for my legs
to try to take me down. I jumped back, grabbed his head, and began smashing it into the metal
chalkboard ledge. Everything else was a blur. By the time the four lunch mothers tackled me to
the ground, I was covered in blood.Billy was taken to the hospital and I was, yet again, dragged
down to the principal’s office. After much debate about whether or not to call the police, they
called my father. I was immediately expelled from school, which was fine with me because I
hated that fucking school.What Billy could not do to me, my father certainly made up for. I almost
ended up in the hospital, too. I went out that night and came back early in the morning to find the
locks had been changed. That’s how he let me know I didn’t have a home anymore. The only
place I had left to go was work, so I went to the Oak’en Bucket and told Gus what was going
on.“Well,” he said, “you can go stay with my daughter and ex-wife.”This seemed too good to be
true, but for some reason they let me move in. I wasn’t about to question why. Nicole was a year
younger than I was and we were already really close because we went to school together. Her
mother, Debbie, was the coolest mom anyone knew. The fridge was always stocked, Debbie
cooked breakfast on the weekends, and she let us stay out as late as we wanted, never asking
what we were up to.Things were looking up. I didn’t need to get drunk all the time, but when I did
I drank to the point of blacking out. There were tons of girls, even more so as we began
freshman year. Nicole went to the all-girls Catholic school St. Ursula, which opened all kinds of
new possibilities for me. And I went to the all-boys private high school St. John’s. But as good as
it was living with Debbie and Nicole, I knew it was far from normal and a direct result of no one
else wanting me around.When I was 15, I was arrested for the last time—as a teenager, anyway.I
was with Teddy again—sober, surprisingly—and his older brother was driving us to McDonald’s.
He had a broken shotgun in the back seat that he was taking to get fixed. I barely even noticed
the gun until we passed three kids on skateboards who yelled something at us and flipped us
off.“Stop the car!” I yelled. The car stopped and I jumped out with the shotgun. “What did you
say, motherfuckers?”I pumped it even though it wasn’t loaded. The cocking mechanism made a
very loud click-clock sound. The kids took off in complete terror. I laughed, got back in the car,
and we went to McDonald’s. We were on our way back and just about to turn onto Teddy’s street
when I yelled, “Keep going!”There were about 15 cop cars lining the street. One of them peeled



out when they saw us and the chase was on. My heart was racing as Teddy’s brother sped up.
We got around a few corners before the cops caught up and I jumped out of the car while it was
still moving to hide in some pricker bushes. I didn’t have shoes or a shirt on and the bushes cut
into every inch of exposed skin. But the cops didn’t find me. They searched the neighborhood for
hours before finally giving up.What was I supposed to do then? I couldn’t go to Debbie and
Nicole’s. I didn’t want them to know the cops were after me. So I crept back toward my father’s
house, peeking around every corner and ready to bolt at any second, but I made it without
seeing any police cars. Thankfully I didn’t see my father, either. I climbed through an open
window and went straight to my old room, scared shitless but intoxicated by the thrill of having
pulled it off.About an hour later I heard the phone ring, then the loud and heavy Arabic accent of
my father echoing down the hall: “Khalil?”Shit. “Yeah?”“Stay there, don’t move.”Fuck!A few
minutes later the police pulled into the driveway. My father went out to meet them. He turned
around and came charging toward the house like a bull. He took me to the ground with one open-
handed slap to the top of my head and then dragged me outside by my hair. “Take him out to the
field and beat the shit out of him. Then take him to jail.”I could tell by the look on the officers’
faces that they felt bad for me. I spent that night in a jail cell wondering what was going to
happen to me. My mom showed up the next day and told me I was being charged with
attempted murder. The previous times I had been arrested, the charges were dropped
immediately and I got off with probation. This time, no such luck.“The gun wasn’t even loaded!” I
yelled. “It doesn’t even work!”I was offered a plea bargain of aggravated menacing, which I plead
guilty to. The silver lining was that because I was a minor, they put the charge into a sealed
record. As long as I didn’t get arrested again before I turned 18, the charge would be erased
completely.I’d missed work, which meant I had to tell Gus about the incident. He tried being
serious and giving me a talking to, but he kept cracking up and making me recount the story. He
loved the fact that I had gotten away from all of those cops and I could tell that he was bummed
that my dad had turned me in. He made sure I could go back and stay with Nicole and Debbie,
which was a huge relief. As I turned to walk out of the room with my head bowed in shame, Gus
said “Hey, kid—here, take this” and he handed me cash. I can’t remember how much, I just
remember feeling such relief. No, it wasn’t relief—it was exhilaration. I had never had that much
cash in my hands before. I stared down at it intently and he patted me on the shoulder and said,
“Go on, go home now.” I began to cry as I walked out the door, making sure he didn’t see me.
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Chey Wren, “Such a great book! Raw and honest.. I read everything I can to try to understand
addiction and its power over a few loved ones. This book will teach you things and make you root
for Khalil to succeed and it's Heartwarming and tear producing, a great read overall.”

zumbagirl, “I was amazed and honored really to be able to feel this .... Wow, just Wow. I was
amazed and honored really to be able to feel this man's life in such a raw and personal way. It's
so personal, so deep and honest. I felt such sadness and felt his pain on his life's journey. I also
celebrated his triumphs. I was meant to read this book. It spoke to me on so many human levels.
I am a parent of an addict. I have a now 30-year-old son who continues to be lost in the world of
addiction, mental illness and homelessness. I wrote a book about our journey called, "The King
of Seattle". The person my son believed himself to be. This book helped me to understand so
much more about the addicts perspective. It helped me with my anger towards my son. It gave
me hope that perhaps there may be an end to this nightmare I and mostly my son is living.I feel
like Khalil had so many strings of luck, so many opportunities that most won't have, but what he
also had the determination to do well for himself. He has a good soul, a resistance that not too
many people have. No matter how low his life became, others saw the good in him. He was truly
meant for bigger things. I'm glad he found his peace and his joy. I thank him for helping others
now and in the past. I thank him for sharing this remarkable story of courage, strength and
ultimately, spiritual peace.”

brent, “I'm not a big reader but I really enjoyed the book. I'm not a big reader but I really enjoyed
the book”

Runnegirl, “Never give up. This is a truly amazing memoir of a life that seemingly had no hope,
but has the best message that change can happenIf you take the time to open your eyes to life's
possibilities. Khalil made his choices, he had to live with the consequences and a lot of them
most people would not have survived.This is a triumphant story that if you put your mind to it you
can make it happen, but not without some blood, sweat and tears. Take a chance and read this
book, I dare you!!”

Sunshine Hoover, “Great read!. This was a great read. I felt the authors pain and struggles right
along with him. As a recovering addict myself, I know how hard it is. I knew immediately when he
gave his date of sobriety that that was his final stint in rehab. There was only one part in the book
that didn't sit right with me and that was when he was describing the type of people he was
going to employ at his juice bars. I felt like that was pretty judgemental bit other than that, it was
an excellent read.”

HCR, “Painful/Funny. Life throws a lot of people curve balls....disabilities, poverty ,



abandonment, homelessness , disease. Then some people coast through life like nothing at all
and are blessed with love, friendships , and family. WHY ?This guy got the short end of deal and
decided his life wasn't worth living . In some ways I agree that some people's lives just aren't
worth the effort to live.....a sad but true affirmation when you look at the pieces from a
distance.This guy came out of that mess to succeed in his quest for happiness . I cringed when I
read about the drug usage and the OD's. It made me look at my past drug usage and how I
regret alot (not all) of it.To Khalil if you are reading this THANK YOU for writing your book. May
PEACE be with you and may you finally find your happiness while others try to overcome the
same issues as you.Funny, Painful, Truthful read about a guy dealt a bad hand in life and how he
overcame his adversity.”

A. McKay, “Amazing story of alcoholic recovery. The title says it all - this guy should have died
hundreds of times. He also had numerous extremely lucky breaks (or miracles from God). Great
read. Great success story”

Anon, “These stories are important. Incredibly painful to read at parts, but I think it’s important to
see that side even if it is through someone else’s eyes. Thank you for this important snapshot of
your life’s perspective”

Jules, “... creates a vividly harrowing picture of life is probably like saying the Pope is just like any
other priest .... To say that this book creates a vividly harrowing picture of life is probably like
saying the Pope is just like any other priest – so horrifyingly real are his descriptions of
desperation and degradation and the bottom end of the drug dependency world.And yet it is a
book with a message of hope.I would love to hear this guy speak as, if it anything like his writing
ability, I am sure he is mesmeric and powerfully motivational.Everyone should read this.”

Suzannah, “Amazing. Wonderful to read the outcome of khalil's story. Although we all need
help and support in our lives at some time, at the end of the day the choice has to be our own.
So pleased he was strong enough to turn his life around. Glad he gave something back to his
mum too. For anyone having a tough time in life this book I am sure would be an inspirational
read.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Powerful story from a powerful man. What an amazing journey Khalistan.
From the lowest points a man can get, to a wonderful success and inspiration . I am a recovering
heroin addict, I read a lot of books from other addicts, however your story is by far the most
moving in every way possible. I will read this book again, and I would recommend your book to
anyone and everyone. Fantastic. Thank you for surviving and forgetting to die.”

Mr P. Rive, “Listened to a podcast while out running and ordered book .... Listened to a podcast
while out running and ordered book as soon as I got back, shows you can pull yourself out of



anything !”

Ian, “An epic fight for life from the subconscious. An honest and heartbreaking story of a tortured
soul - I couldn't put it down. I am now left to examine my own life - thank you Kahlil.”
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